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ABSTRACT 
This paper describes how vocabulary was targeted and taught in several English discussion 
classes in Rikkyo University’s EDC program. The paper first describes the context of the lessons 
and the limitations on the teacher when it comes to teaching lexical items, before moving on to 
establish criteria which may be used to select appropriate vocabulary to teach, with a particular 
focus on emergent language and class context. Finally, a number of examples from lessons are 
provided demonstrating how vocabulary was selected in particular lessons and the effects that 
teaching these items had on student performance. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In the English Discussion course at Rikkyo University, teachers are principally concerned with 
the teaching of functional language and improving the discussion skills of their students. The 
teaching of other aspects of language such as grammar and vocabulary is not considered to be a 
central tenet of the course, and teachers are rightly wary of introducing these aspects of language 
in case they interfere with, or distract the learners from, the principal aims of the program. 
However, while teaching EDC classes, it is likely that instructors will wish to target specific 
language which they feel will help their students to better express their ideas, and which they 
have heard their students attempting to produce. In addition, Kawamorita (2013) has noted that 
students on the EDC course often provide feedback stating that they feel the opportunity to 
practice vocabulary in their classes would help them better express their ideas during their 
discussions. 
There has been some previous research into the teaching of vocabulary from articles set 
as reading homework in the EDC context (Brennan, 2012; 2013; Kawamorita, 2013). However, 
in this paper I will focus on the targeting and teaching of appropriate new vocabulary items, with 
particular reference to the context of the lessons, and to emergent language among the students. 
Due to the unpredictable nature of this project, these observations come from several different 
groups of students; however it is important to note that several of the observations recorded in 
this paper were consistent among more than one group.  
In this paper I will be working with Richards’ and Rogers’ (2001) definition of vocabulary, 
which includes “the consideration of lexical phrases, sentence stems, prefabricated routines, and 
collocations” (p.227). I will first describe the criteria which were used to select vocabulary for 
teaching, before moving on to critically discuss specific examples taken from my teaching 
journal.  
 
SELECTING APPROPRIATE VOCABULARY 
In this section I will quickly describe the ways in which vocabulary was selected. First focusing 
on the appropriate amount of vocabulary which can be taught in a lesson, and then moving on to 
construct a framework for vocabulary selection. 
 
Amount of Vocabulary 
Considering the limited opportunities for teaching vocabulary in EDC lessons, it is important to 
have a rough idea of the quantity of vocabulary which can be introduced into each class without 
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interfering with the lesson aims or overwhelming the students with vocabulary to the point 
where they are unable to absorb the language. Basic introductory language teaching texts seem 
to be in rough agreement about the appropriate level of vocabulary that can be comfortably 
introduced in lessons.  Hadfield and Hadfield (2008) present a number of sample vocabulary 
lesson plans at different levels, with the amount of new vocabulary they consider appropriate to 
introduce for each level initially specified. For a forty minute four-skills elementary level class, 
they include 8 items of vocabulary (p.50), while for an intermediate class of similar length they 
select 12 vocabulary items (p.54). Scrivener (1994) offers a similar opinion, suggesting 8 
vocabulary items for an example four-skills elementary class (p.233). Considering the specific 
focus of EDC lessons, and considering that vocabulary teaching is incidental and plays a 
supportive role rather than being a major focus in this context, I decided that it would be realistic 
to focus on a maximum of between six and eight pieces of vocabulary per class – though in 
reality this was often lower due to much of the useful vocabulary having been anticipated in the 
homework reading, and also due to the fact the students were trying to use simple English to 
convey their ideas and opinions. 
 
Criteria for Selection 
Most language lessons focus on pre-specified pieces of vocabulary to teach to students, usually 
on the basis of frequency - how often the vocabulary occurs statistically among speakers; and 
coverage - how many applications the vocabulary has (Nation, 2001). While these are useful 
criteria for general English lessons, in the specific context of the EDC course I decided to 
combine these with somewhat alternate criteria to select vocabulary which would be appropriate 
to teach. These criteria were based on the fact that most of the actual content of the lessons is 
student-generated, in that students are discussing their own personal opinions, beliefs, and 
experiences autonomously, and with very little teacher input. In autonomous vocabulary learning, 
Nation (2001) writes that “learners should use word frequency and personal need to determine 
what vocabulary should be learned” (p.395). Meddings and Thornbury (2009) argue similarly 
that language learning is largely about communication, and learners should be taught emergent 
language for which they show a communicative need. Building on these general principles, I 
decided during the lessons to target vocabulary which met the following criteria: 
 
 The vocabulary should be emergent. Rather than the teacher deciding beforehand 
which lexical items to teach in the lessons, vocabulary should be selected only when the 
learners display a communicative need for it (i.e., by trying to use the language). 
 The vocabulary should have either high frequency among the students, or display 
potential for broad coverage. High frequency is an important consideration, because if 
several students show a need for the same piece of vocabulary, it will be more important 
to teach this vocabulary than that which only one student displays a need for. Equally, 
broad coverage may be equally important in different contexts or situations. If, for 
example, a student shows a need for a word which is related very specifically to a 
particular experience of theirs, and is unlikely to be used by any other members of the 
class, it is not particularly important that it be taught. However, if only one student uses 
a word which could potentially be used by many of the students in that particular class it 
will have a higher priority for teaching. No one piece of vocabulary will have both of 
these properties, but each selected item should have one of them. 
 The vocabulary should be appropriate to the context of the lesson. Students may move 
to an off-topic subject during their discussions, during which they display a need for 
items which are not relevant to the topic. These have a lower priority than vocabulary 
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which will contribute towards their discussion. 
 
Vocabulary was targeted during feedback at several points in the lessons, but never either before 
the free practice of the functions, or following the second discussion. This was because at points 
before the free practice there had not been enough time for language to emerge, and after the 
second discussion there was very little opportunity for the students to use the new vocabulary, 
thus reducing the likelihood of successful uptake. In addition, certain stages of the lesson such as 
feedback following the second discussion have specific aims in the context of the EDC course, 
making a focus on the secondary vocabulary teaching inappropriate and potentially distracting. 
In the following section I will discuss how these criteria were applied during discussion 
classes and what effect this teaching had on student performance. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The observations contained in this section come from lessons following week 5 of the course. 
The groups described are not always the same, as required vocabulary emerged unpredictably 
among the students, although there were several instances of similar vocabulary arising across 
multiple classes. In each case I will provide the topic, the vocabulary items targeted, and a 




Topic: Technology: Past, Present and Future 
Vocabulary: “Outdated”, “Old fashioned”, “Cutting edge”, “Innovative”. 
Discussion: During this lesson a number of students in one class showed a communicative need 
for the above lexical items. This was displayed either through saying the equivalent Japanese 
word, or attempting to describe the meaning of the words using long constructions after 
struggling briefly to recall the particular lexical item they wished to use.  
These vocabulary items were collected while the students were preparing for discussion 2, 
and were taught through simply writing the words on the board and asking some concept-
checking questions such as “do you know what this word means?” or “Can you make an 
example sentence using this word?”. The students were then encouraged to use these words 
during later stages in the lesson. The students used these words several times during their second 
discussion and the points they made were clearer and more specific than they may have been 
otherwise. For example, the students used “cutting edge” rather than the more generic word 
“new” to distinguish the various different technologies they mentioned.  
These items met each of the criteria specified earlier in this paper, being emergent, and 
having a high frequency among the learners. The fact that many learners used these words in the 
second discussion indicates that they had a broad coverage, and in addition were appropriate for 
the topic of the discussions. The broad coverage was a further consideration in the particular 
vocabulary taught. For example, “cutting edge” has broader applications than other similar items 
such as “high tech”. The quick uptake of the items by many of the students in the class showed 
that the students deemed them useful for expressing their ideas on this particular topic. 
 
Example 2 
Topic: The Environment and You 
Vocabulary: “Tiring”, “Troublesome”, “I can’t be bothered”. 
Discussion: These vocabulary items emerged in a similar way to those mentioned in Example 1. 
While students were discussing the positives and negatives of different environmentally friendly 
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activities, such as recycling and using bicycles, they often tried to say one of the above words, 
either using Japanese (“Mendoukusai”), or talking around the item by making a needlessly long 
construction (“I feel that doing that makes a lot of big problem for my daily life”). This was a 
common issue among nearly all the students in the class and in several stages of the lesson.  
The vocabulary was quickly taught as part of the discussion 1 feedback and the students 
were encouraged to practice it during their discussion 2 preparations. The vocabulary was taught 
by saying to the students “I heard a few of you saying `mendokusai` during your discussions. 
How do you say that in English?”, then eliciting some ideas and providing some other options. 
Again, these vocabulary items were all used noticeably by a number of students during their 
second discussion, demonstrating the communicative need which existed, and which these 
vocabulary items helped to achieve. Once again, each of these items met the criteria specified 
earlier in this paper. 
 
Example 3 
Topic: Country versus City 
Vocabulary: “Impolite”, “Rude”, “Inconvenient”, “Disgusting”, “Not useful” 
Discussion: The above items were selected on the basis of a number of incorrect antonyms used 
by the students to describe the negative aspects of either country life or city life. The students 
were likely extrapolating from the rules they knew for forming negatives, and accordingly 
producing nonexistent words such as “unuseful”, “unpolite”, “unconvenient”, and “undelicious”. 
This was an issue which emerged in several groups and in several stages of the lesson.  
These items were taught by boarding the incorrect examples and asking the students 
whether they were correct or not. The students sometimes provided correct alternatives, and in 
other cases the correct language items were provided by the teacher. As with the previous two 
examples, once these items had been taught they were utilized extensively by the students in 
their subsequent interactions. These items fitted the criteria described earlier in this paper, in that 
the students showed a genuine communicative need for them, and they could be widely used by 
all the students, as opposed to being used narrowly by one student to talk about their specific 
personal experience. 
 
These three examples have illustrated how the criteria outlined earlier in this paper were utilized 
during discussion classes to target appropriate vocabulary. In each of these examples, the 
language targeted was emergent and the students had shown a need for the language prior to it 
being taught. Further, the language could be used by many of the students at several different 
points in their discussions to express their ideas, showing that the vocabulary had high frequency 
and broad coverage. Finally, the language taught in each case was appropriate to the context of 
the lesson, and could be used by the students to more clearly express their ideas, views, and 
experiences related to the topic of each class. These positive conclusions were drawn from my 
own impressions of student performance, rather than from a scientific or statistical investigation 
of word frequency, however the use of these vocabulary items several times during the second 
discussions demonstrates provides some evidence of the effectiveness of this approach. In 
addition to this, certain vocabulary items arose in subsequent lessons during discussions, when 
necessary, although this was only informally observed. 
One of the possible drawbacks of this approach is the spontaneity required for it to be 
effectively employed. While it may be possible to anticipate some of the vocabulary which 
comes up in each lesson, the fact that the items are necessarily emergent requires the teacher to 
think quickly both about which vocabulary to teach and also about the best way to teach it. This 
may lead to important vocabulary being omitted or less useful language being taught, as the 
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process of selection is partly intuitive. However, with practice the majority of these issues can be 
minimized, and the criteria given in this paper should help to guide and supplement the intuitive 
process of vocabulary selection, leading to useful vocabulary being focused on and less useful 
vocabulary being ignored. In this discussion section I have demonstrated how these criteria were 




In this paper I have discussed the benefits of teaching small amounts of appropriate vocabulary 
during discussion classes, suggesting that doing so allows the students to express their ideas 
more clearly and exactly. In order to do this in a way which does not interfere with the aims of 
the course, I proposed three core criteria which can be used to select small amounts of relevant 
vocabulary that can be immediately used by the students. I argued that the vocabulary chosen 
should not include more than between six and eight items, and should be emergent, have either 
high frequency or broad coverage, and be appropriate to the context of the individual lessons in 
which it arises. Finally, I demonstrated though examples from my teaching journal that 
vocabulary selected and taught in this way was taken up quickly and used extensively by the 
students during their discussions. In addition, I added some anecdotal observations about the use 
of this vocabulary in later lessons, though this would need to be investigated further for any 
authoritative statements to be made. While this paper has suggested a rationale and selection 
process for teaching vocabulary, it would be instructive for future research to focus on specific 
activities which could be utilized in the teaching of vocabulary, and perhaps more autonomous 
approaches to tackling vocabulary in EDC classes. While this paper does not contain a 
statistically rigorous account of the effectiveness of this approach, I hope it will provide a useful 
grounding for instructors to use when selecting vocabulary to teach in their lessons. 
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